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Abstract: This paper recognizes the need to integrate design in all levels of education
in order to foster creative skills that are applicable in most aspects of life. It highlights
unique challenges associated with teaching design in the digital age and the need to
encourage students to see in a critical and meaningful way. The methodology used in
design education must build on existing virtual tools to promote a physical
reconnection to one’s surroundings in order to promote an appreciation and
understanding of place. This paper explores the notion that design does not occur in
isolation and is part of a larger process that involves sharing in a collective sense. A
multidisciplinary design education drawing parallels between various areas of design,
other diverse fields, and larger societal structures, will allow students to see the
importance of sharing in building a solid design foundation. This will lead to more
informed citizens and a better quality of life.
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A Multidisciplinary Approach to Design Education

A Multidisciplinary Approach to Design Education: Providing
a framework for informed designers of the future
The intention of this paper is to raise awareness about the unique challenges
associated with teaching design in the digital age. Many students are immersed in a
reality that is very much a virtual one and, as a result, they have lost their connection to
the physical environment. This becomes particularly poignant when the teaching
relates to spatial design where the skills being taught rely on the ability to embrace
both the tangible and intangible world we live in.
The position put forth in this paper is that there is a need to integrate design in all
levels of education, from kindergarten to PhD, in order to foster creative skills that are
applicable in many aspects of life. We need to teach and encourage students to see in
a critical and meaningful way. The methodology used in design education must use the
existing virtual tools and social media students are so comfortable with to promote a
physical reconnection to one’s surroundings, thereby establishing a tangible
understanding of place that reflects our visual and material culture.
This paper relies on a definition of multidisciplinary from the report Multidisciplinary Design education (2010); “‘multi-disciplinarity’ describes situations in which
several disciplines cooperate but remain unchanged “(8). Sharing of diverse approaches to
problem solving is of great value and while this allows each discipline to grow, the core remains
the same. The disciplines discussed include those within and outside of the design fields.

The cultural context that surrounds us is constantly changing and it is implicit that
the definition of what is “meaningful” will also shift. This is also true of design. As Sudjic
states, “This [design] is a language that evolves and changes its meanings as rapidly as
any other. It can be manipulated with subtlety and wit, or with heavy-handed
obviousness. But it is the key to understanding the man- made world.” (2009, 51)
The report Connected Learning: An Agenda for Research and Design (Ito et al.
2013) summarizes recent research findings regarding students of today that support
the claims above. The dependence on social media is resulting in a generation that
lacks the ability to engage in meaningful social communication and it is tied to declining
literacy and reduced capacity for reflection. (29) Sources provided within the report led
to further investigations.
Patricia Greenfield’s article “Technology and informal education: what is taught,
what is learned” examines the pros and cons of the media available to students today.
She claims that while television, video games, and the internet develop an “impressive
visual intelligence, the cost seems to be deep processing: mindful knowledge
acquisition, inductive analysis, critical thinking, imagination, and reflection” (2009, 71).
We cannot afford to lose these skills.
Sherry Turkle (2011) echoes these fears in her book Alone together in which she
explores society’s relationship with technology by providing case studies of various
young people. She draws attention to their lack of deep social engagement due to their
dependence on technology. This multi-tasking, over-connected generation appears to
be remarkably disconnected from their families and their physical surroundings.
In order to shape a world that will foster creativity, we must teach students, using
a multidisciplinary approach, to understand the physical realities that make places
meaningful. This requires an experiential understanding based on sensory qualities.
“Design is understood as a primarily visual language. It uses colour to suggest
playfulness or masculinity, and shape to engage or inform users about functions. But it
is much more than that: it makes uses of all the senses.” (Sudjic 2009, 89)
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Design education, which incorporates teaching strategies unique to design
practice, is being recognized as invaluable in many professional and educational
organizations. Creative problem-solving skills and the ability to produce multiple
solutions using visual techniques have widespread benefits. The report Multidisciplinary design education (2010) emphasizes the importance of design and
innovation in the UK if they are to achieve their economic goals. Multidisciplinary
design teaching is being integrated in programs across the UK with the understanding
that it is both relevant and necessary to industry at a global level. (6)
The world around us is in a constant state of flux. We must prepare students to
respond to rapidly changing realities by using design skills to devise innovative and
flexible solutions. This is the key to a stable economic future. In the article “The state
of design” Bruce Brown (2012) claims that everyone is engaged in design, at both the
tangible and intangible level. The built environment with its effects on nature has
repercussions for the generations to follow. Our social and political systems are
examples of intangible forms of design. Design impacts all aspects of our lives and, as
such, there are moral responsibilities of citizenship that accompany it. The designed
objects that surround us “now constitute a parliament of things - that governs our
everyday experience of life.” (165)
“Given that most of our experiences are governed by incremental shifts happening,
imperceptibly, over very long periods of time… it is disorientating, and rare, for us to
experience a sudden step-change to the environment.” We do, however, find ourselves
in that “step-change” moment at this time. We have moved from the Symbolic age and
its cave painting to our current state where “Facebook and Twitter provide the social
networks of a new Digital Age...” (Brown 2012, 155) The power of the digital is
undeniable and we must build on its momentum to create artefacts and places that
also have the power to bring about significant societal change.
Students respond to fast-paced images, text and movement but in that rapid-fire
exchange, there is less time for reflection. Educators must emphasize the power of
looking by engaging students in activities that require interactions with the physical
environment. This is critical if students are to extract true meaning from their
surroundings.
The ability to analyse, deconstruct and form personal connections is an important
skill that must be valued by today’s student if we are to improve the places in which we
live. The goal is to teach students to attach meaning to their surroundings and to form
a sense of collective conscience. This is crucial to the building of a collective memory,
which helps to create a sense of belonging. (Brown 2012, 157) Students are already
operating, on many levels, as global citizens with a keen sense of responsibility towards
the world at large. Let us harness this interest and extend it to notions of design and
how they can help students achieve the goals they already have in mind.
This paper also explores the idea that design does not occur in isolation. It is part
of a larger process that is the result of the forces surrounding its manifestation. We will
only begin to realize our full potential as a society if we tap into these very forces and
use their influence to shape our surroundings. The ideas presented should be viewed
as a collage of thoughts, which build on one another in the spirit of sharing so that we
can begin the questioning and exploration that must come if we are to keep developing
a dynamic design discourse.
The methodology used in this paper represents the multidisciplinary teaching
strategy that is proposed to facilitate this discourse. The strategy is based on Nicolas
Bourriaud’s Postproduction (2002) in which he tries “to show that artists’ intuitive
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relationship with art history is now going beyond what we call ‘the art of
appropriation’…and moving toward a culture of the use of forms, a culture of constant
activity of signs based on the collective ideal: sharing.” (9) It is this definition of sharing
that will be considered in the approach to design education. The notion of sharing in a
collective sense has broad applications if we consider the virtual experience of the
student today.
Drawing parallels to diverse fields such as biology, fine art, fashion, and
mathematics and making connections to larger societal structures, will allow students
to see the importance of sharing in building a solid design foundation. This approach
will contribute to an evolving design language that reflects our ever-changing times.
Nowadays, the idea of sensory training is connected solely with artistic education
proper, but the refinement of our senses and sensory thinking has an irreplaceable
value for all of us, in many other areas of human activity. I want to say more: the
education of the senses and of the imagination is necessary for a full and dignified
life. (Pallasmaa 1999, 140)
The quote above reinforces the importance of instilling the ability to see and to
experience life at a sensory level. Much of our experience is based on the world of
imagination and possibility, according to Pallasmaa, and it is largely an unscientific
pursuit (1999, 129). The ability to explore our imaginations and to extend our ideas to
the physical world can be developed through design in order to establish strong
emotional ties to the world we live in. This will allow us to expand our experience as
human beings.
Now, more than ever, it is essential that we educate the public in the Ways of
seeing as proposed by John Berger in his seminal text published in 1972. The book was
based on a BBC television series that demystified the experience of fine art. We can
easily apply these ideas to designed objects and environments. The viewer/visitor must
be encouraged to simply experience these things and to allow the emotional
experience to connect with a more pragmatic one. At some point, there is an
intersection of the two, and the impact of the design is translated at a level that
resonates within the individual. We must encourage the ability to recognize and distill
the influences around us. It is this rudimentary, almost visceral, understanding that
must be cultivated to allow students to begin to form their own network of intricate
tangible and intangible connections.
The cultural landscape has changed dramatically since 1999 when Pallasmaa’s
essay “Lived space: embodied experience and sensory thought” was written and even
more so since 1972 when Berger first published Ways of seeing. In the digital age
where virtual experiences are often viewed as being equal to or even more powerful
than the real experience, we face the challenge of teaching students to see in a world
that has different meanings for different generations. The concept of seeing has
entered a new plane where each group must address both the virtual and physical
experiences and assign meaning as they see fit.
The digital age, mass media and the proliferation of objects around us dictate a
new design direction. This must involve teaching and learning the importance of
distillation to the essential elements that make good design. A multidisciplinary design
education focused on sharing will provide diverse opportunities and approaches for
students to become informed citizens who will champion the cause of a global society
in which the design of environments and their contents promote a better quality of life.
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Let us consider the definition of Postproduction (2002), the title of Nicolas
Bourriaud’s book in which he presents an analysis of today’s art in relation to social
changes, whether technological, economic or sociological. (8)
Postproduction is a technical term from the audiovisual vocabulary used in
television, film, and video. It refers to the set of processes applied to recorded
material: montage, the inclusion of other visual or audio sources, subtitling, voiceovers, and special effects…
This art of postproduction seems to respond to the proliferating chaos of global
culture in the information age, which is characterized by an increase in the supply
of works and the art world’s annexation of forms ignored or disdained until now.
(13)
Bourriaud equates the art being produced from the early nineties to the present to
the process of postproduction. He sees this as a movement where artists are creating
works on the basis of pre-existing work, creating a new cultural landscape in which
meaning and context are constantly shifting. This has led to the questioning of
originality and the blurring of boundaries between high and low culture. The playing
field has been expanded and the levels are no longer distinct. (2002, 13)
The discussion in Bourriaud’s text is centred on fine art; however, these ideas are
also applicable to the design world. Many students are drowning in the sea of
information available at their fingertips. They must learn to navigate the waters
through the collective sharing of ideas in order to find true meaning. The act of sharing
leads to analysis, which allows students to begin to form their own definitions. The
personal nature of design cannot be overstated. It is, ultimately, a subjective process of
discovery that shares a common language and methodology.
Bourriaud uses the term “culture of use or culture of activity” to define this new
form of culture he sees in the art world. This culture is one that is in flux and “the
artwork functions as the temporary terminal of a network of interconnected elements,
like a narrative that extends and reinterprets preceding narratives” (2002, 19). “The
artwork is no longer the end point but a simple moment in an infinite chain of
contributions” (20). The artwork challenges passive viewers and leads to activated
responses.
A similar trend can be observed in the design world. Design is no longer a
chronological exercise but involves influences from the past, reimagined in the present.
As Bourriaud (2002) says “The quality of a work depends on the trajectory it describes
in the cultural landscape. It constructs a linkage between forms, signs and images”
(40). Students must be taught to recognize meaningful signs and to construct pertinent
bonds in the on going narrative that defines our society.
There are many examples in furniture design where traditional forms and materials
are reinterpreted to lend new meaning to the familiar. One such example is the
ubiquitous Louis Ghost armchair designed by Philippe Starck (see Figure 1). According
to Sudjic “Nobody better encapsulates the contemporary version of designer as
celebrity, capable of transforming anonymous domestic objects with his signature.”
(2009, 26)
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Figure 1: Louis Ghost Armchair
Source: http://www.allmodern.com/Kartell-Louis-Ghost-Dining-Chair-Set-4853-KTL1556.html
(Retrieved Oct.17, 2012)

Who else but Philippe Starck would dare mess with a king? Reinventing the classic
Louis XV armchair for Kartell, the playful Louis Ghost Armchair (2002) is a
postmodern triumph of technical innovation and historical style. Translating the
varied lines and formal geometry of its predecessor into a single form of
translucent injection-molded polycarbonate, the Louis Ghost is a robust chair with
a medallion backrest for leisurely comfort. When interviewed about the collection
by the Dallas Morning News, Starck commented that it “has a mix of materials and
styles based on our shared memories. We all own this piece in a way. The chair is
well balanced; I try to be balanced myself”
(Design Within Reach website)
In the quote above, Starck makes reference to “shared memories”; the basis of the
Louis Ghost chair. The designer has, perhaps unwittingly, applied the principles of
“Postproduction” to his design in the annexation of the Louis XV form.
A more recent, very whimsical example of furniture that challenges our sense of
scale and proportion, is the 56 Cabinet designed by the artist turned designer, Ron
Gilad. The legs of the cabinet are, in fact, very small steel reproductions of Thonet
chairs. The repositioning of the iconic Thonet chair provides cause for reflection on the
current state of design (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2: 56 Cabinet
Source: http://www.adele-c.it/eng/p/56-cabinet.php (retrieved Oct. 19, 2012)

While creating pieces for Adele-C I allowed myself the freedom to play with
extreme irony and scale while maintaining the balance between the useful and the
abstract; going all the way to the edge of the cliff but not jumping off. The “56”
collection started with two functional objects; one for resting and the other for
storage. My task was how to elevate these functions, both literally and
conceptually. The past came to my rescue. Appropriating Thonet chair no.14,
shrinking it and reproducing it in steel, allowed the stability for it to function as a
support to the other components rather than our butts.
(Ron Gilad, Adele-C website)
Adele-C is a division of the Italian Furniture company, Cassina, which is renowned
for its commitment to excellence in design. This division of the company not only
promotes the design of furniture collections by artists and individual designers but they
have also reinterpreted the design of the product binders, an important tool for a
design practice. The traditional 3-ring binder has been transformed into a magnetic
system that is both flexible and easy to use. The company has acknowledged the
importance of design at every level. There is a connection between past and present,
and the complete packaging and dissemination of design vision in the form of the
binder (Adele-C website). We see once again, the use of the Postproduction strategy in
furniture design.
These examples reinforce the notion that design education, with its promotion of
creative problem solving, is a layered process. The core skills of good design can be
built using a non-linear approach that brings influences from other disciplines while still
promoting and perfecting essential design skills. The approach of a mathematician will
vary significantly from that of a biologist. Yet a multidisciplinary approach will instil an
understanding of the design process while addressing the broader context in which we
live. This provides students with the tools necessary to address the changing realities
they face on a daily basis. The skills gained through this approach to design education
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will allow students to adapt to shifting economic and political trends to better shape
the world we live in.
The duty of education is to cultivate and support the human abilities of
imagination and empathy, but the prevailing values of contemporary culture tend
to discourage fantasy, suppress the senses, and petrify the boundary between the
world and the self. The main object of artistic education is not being found in the
principles of artistic making, but in the personality of the student and their image
of the world (Pallasmaa 1999, 139).
A multidisciplinary design education will encourage students to dissolve barriers
between the world and the self and, ideally, to promote a better understanding of
both. As the report Multidisciplinary design education (2010) found, this approach
would ultimately benefit a globally sustainable economy. The cross-pollination of ideas
between disciplines will encourage teams with different expertise to devise innovative
solutions that are vital to our future wellbeing. (9)

Creativity and place
In the The rise of the creative class, Richard Florida (2004) heralds the arrival of a
new creative class of people who will fuel the economic development of the future.
“The creative individual is no longer viewed as an iconoclast. He-or she-is the new
mainstream”. Creativity is multidimensional and comes in many mutually reinforcing
forms. Creativity also requires a social and economic environment that can nurture its
many forms. (6)
He argues that creativity is now perceived as the most highly prized commodity in
our economy. It is the reason for a new order in the workplace, according to Florida.
He stresses the importance of creative problem solving skills in all lines of work. These
skills must be taught at an early age if we are to reap the full benefit of a creative
workforce living in an optimal environment (5). These views are reinforced throughout
the report Multidisciplinary design education (2010) in which design education in the
UK is linked to innovation, productivity and economic growth. These are essential
ingredients to our future.
Mitchel Resnick (2002) also supports this idea in his article “Rethinking learning in
the digital age” where he discusses a major change in the 1990’s when people began to
shift their focus from “information” to “knowledge”. According to Resnick, information
itself would not bring about important change but, rather, how people transformed
information into knowledge and how they applied this knowledge. He sees this shift as
the beginning of the “Creative Society”. He states that, “success in the future will be
based not on how much we know, but on our ability to think and act creatively.” (36)
“Place has become the central organizing unit of our time, taking on many of the
functions that used to be played by firms and other organizations” (Florida 2004, 6).
This leads us to the understanding that we must design and foster places that attract
the creative class to encourage economic and social development. Successful places are
both creative and diverse, and it stands to reason that their designers possess these
qualities themselves.
Students must be encouraged to immerse themselves in their immediate
surroundings to observe, analyse and criticize. They must learn to distinguish the
essential from the superfluous. Design education will instil an awareness of the
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important factors that contribute to the production of well-designed objects and
spaces. This process will allow students to connect and dissect the places they interact
with on a daily basis. Such an approach will establish a deeper understanding of the
meaning of place and the material culture at hand. This will enable future citizens to
address important issues in the world and it is essential if we are to improve the
environments we inhabit.
Pallasmaa stresses the importance of developing the senses and the imagination.
He states that, “We continually construct an immense city of evocation and
remembrance, and all the cities we have visited are precincts in this metropolis of the
mind” (1996, 145). We must foster the design of rich urban environments, which will
allow the imagination to grow.

Design Objects vs. Place
“From a computer so revolutionary it needed only one button, to a wardrobe filled
with a single signature sweater, Steve Job’s unwavering creative discipline charted a
new era in American design.” (Isaacson 2012, 45) The general public is able to
appreciate the beauty and simplicity of the I-phone shown in Figure 3 but only a few
extend these principles to their overall environment. In North America, the general
public’s willingness to embrace technology does not extend to their relationship with
design at large. This is due, to a great extent, to a lack of exposure to design.

Figure 3: I-Phone 5
Source: http://www.apple.com

Its guiding tenet was simplicity—not merely the shallow simplicity that comes from
an uncluttered look and feel and surface of a product, but the deep simplicity that
comes from knowing the essence of every product, the complexities of its
engineering and the function of every component (Isaacson 2012,45).
The simple beauty in the design of Apple products is widely acknowledged as good
design. The public’s appreciation of these products, which verges on devotion, is
testimony to society’s ability to recognize well-designed objects. If the general
population can recognize the beauty contained within a piece of technology, we must
question why so many North Americans are reluctant to apply these ideas to the
broader context.
Architecture, urban planning, and even fashion remain stuck in time. The design of
suburban cookie cutter homes that make reference to details and forms of bygone eras
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(see Figure 4) seem out of synch with the world of technological advancements. Why
have these forms remained desirable? We become more and more intolerant of
obsolete technology and we are constantly searching for the next new development,
yet many of us seem unable to move forward in a new design direction for the rest of
our lives. North Americans are falling behind design developments in Europe and Asia
(see Figure 5). One need only look at current design directions to witness the divide.

Figure 4: A Typical North American Suburban Home
Source: http://bldgblog.blogspot.ca/2008/01/horrible-secret-of-number-6-whitten.html
(Retrieved Oct. 18, 2012)

Figure 5: A Home in Tokyo
Source: http://www.bitesizejapanese.com/7-blog/buying-a-house-in-tokyo/
(Retrieved Oct. 18, 2012)

The public must demand that the same attention be paid to the design of our built
environments and their contents as is paid to the technology we are so enamoured
with. Ultimately, we can attribute this gap to a lack of education where design and the
creative process are concerned. Richard Florida (2004) uses a creativity index (xxii) to
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rank various cities in North America according to their ability to attract the creative
class. Truly successful places are those that provide a sensory experience that we can
equate at some level to the pleasure one feels when using an Apple product. The
interface between user and object is sublime; the boundary between the world and the
self dissolves.

Fashion and Trend in Design
Wallpaper*, a popular design magazine founded by Canadian Tyler Brulé, displays
the subtitle DESIGNINTERIORSFASHIONARTLIFESTYLE in the masthead. The range of
content attracts trendy hipsters as well as design professionals. This publication
provides a reasonable overview of all aspects of design, both past and present. There is
a global perspective and, while the articles are limited in editorial content, it provides
readers with enough information to peak their curiosity, and resources are included to
promote further research in areas of interest. The combination of images, text, and
advertising offers a visual representation of the multidisciplinary design outlook we are
seeking to foster in design education.
The October 2012 issue, for example, features several guest editors including the
celebrity pianist, Lang Lang. In this issue he gives us his insight into his ten favourite
concert venues around the world. The inclusion of a pianist as a guest editor adds
another layer to the multidisciplinary picture. This encourages conceptual connections
and leads to narratives that may not have been possible before. This magazine offers a
glimpse of the shifting cultural landscape that is relevant to the design world.
This particular issue of Wallpaper* also includes an article “Letters from the near
future” by Douglas Coupland: a Canadian novelist, visual artist and designer (see
Figures 7, 8). He is, in fact, the embodiment of the multidisciplinarian and it is
important to analyse and learn from his design process. His first novel, Generation X
(see Figure 6), “is a frighteningly hilarious, voraciously readable salute to the generation
born in the late 1950s and 1960s” (Coupland 1999, book liner). This novel gave rise to
the widespread use of the term “Generation X” and figures prominently in the study of
popular culture. “Couplands’s novels and visual works synthesize high and low culture,
web technology, religion, and changes in human existence caused by modern
technologies” (Coupland website).
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Figure 6: Book cover for Generation X by Douglas Coupland
Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Generation_X:_Tales_for_an_Accelerated_Culture

Figure 7: Arctic Landscape Fuelled by Memory - painting by Douglas Coupland
Source: http://www.toronto.com/article/711680--douglas-coupland-welcome-to-the-21st-century
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Figure 8: The Electric Table – designed by Douglas Coupland
Source: http://tmagazine.blogs.nytimes.com/2010/08/26/future-world/

Coupland’s article offers a somewhat cynical view of the future beginning with
musings from iconic new buildings in Asia and ending with a letter from a cinema in
Detroit. His thoughts are critical of the architecture we are building in a world
obsessed by technology. The article makes reference to Steve Jobs’ lasting influence
on the design of our future. In a letter from “Post-Tornado Singapore” he is living in an
imaginary community called The Interlace:
Today is, of course, the birthday of Steve Jobs, so we will be holding our
celebrations in the central hexagon of our Interlace unit. It has been a good year
for growth and the entire complex is vine-bound…
Mr. Jobs would be pleased with our never-ending commitment to quality and
simplicity and hope that we channel his spirit when we compress another five
flatmates to our unit. That is my news for you, Comrade- I know it will be even
more crowded with 19 to a suite, but you must remember that this is still relatively
light compared to other units and The Interlace remains the premier residence for
information architects stationed with the Southeast Asian Coprosperity Sphere.
Hail Steve. (2012, 199)
The “Happy ending” we would like to imagine seems like a distant possibility and
Coupland leaves us with a nostalgic desire for the past. He is critical of the high-rise
projects that continually reduce our living spaces and our increased attachment to the
technology that surrounds us. There is a feeling that we are losing our sense of self.
Coupland conveys the idea that there is comfort in the nostalgia for the past that helps
to alleviate our fears of the future. This is, perhaps, why so many people cling
desperately to obsolete architectural forms in the places they choose to live.
The loss of a true sense of self as described by Coupland is a valid concern and it is
one that is shared by Pallaasma and the researchers previously mentioned. This
attitude prevails today and it must be addressed. Design education can help to rebuild
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the bond between the world and the self if we re-ignite the senses and work towards a
collective ideal.
Publications such as Wallpaper* are important in illustrating the connections
between the many areas of design. Students must be encouraged to embrace a wide
range of printed and digital media in order to gain a global understanding of design and
the world we live in. We must train designers of the future to remain current while
being aware of the essential design principles. The frenetic pace and excitement of
today’s society must be translated into the education model we follow. We must keep
abreast of changing trends and technology while constantly referring to the building
blocks of a solid design foundation.
The multidisciplinary framework that will provide the structure for future design
education will draw on the dynamic references around us. Post-production strategies,
the sharing of knowledge between all disciplines, and engaging with our physical
surroundings will contribute towards an evolving design dialogue. We must work
towards a collective narrative that addresses our current context while acknowledging
the constant need for change

Conclusion
The majority of students today are fluent in the language of social media and they
are constantly sharing in virtual space. Students must learn to extend these ideas to
their physical surroundings in order to develop physical sites of contact that can play an
important role in establishing a collective memory in the on going narrative of our
culture. This is critical if we are to re-establish the bond between the self and the
world around us.
We must look towards the many sources of inspiration: artists, designers,
scientists, and authors who are engaged in multidisciplinary practices. By studying
these examples and by examining the Postproduction techniques being used we can
begin to design an approach to a better future.
Douglas Coupland is one source of inspiration. In the London Review of Books, June
2000, Jenny Turner reviewed Douglas Coupland’s novel Miss Wyoming. Her
assessment of Coupland’s strengths as a writer connects to the idea of the power of a
multidisciplinary approach in all creative fields. Coupland’s educational background, as
well as his method of writing supports this notion. The appeal of his writing, according
to Turner, is stronger for those who are able to make visual connections as his writing is
based on visual cues.
Coupland …comes to writing not as a student of literature or whatever, but as a
post-Pop visual artist. He sees the words as pictures and picture-captions. He
conceptualizes ideas as visual-spatial-logical relationships, diagrams and graphs.
The trashy references he fills his work with are like scraps torn from magazines, the
rough white paper edges proudly out on show…It’s positioned as an episode of
refuge and bliss…
You will notice that the memory forms itself into school-of-Rosenquist collage even
as the words hit the page. This way of folding an idea into a visual image, with a
couple of clever tucks and angles, is Coupland’s party trick. And this is partly why
people with strong visual drives themselves enjoy Coupland in a way the wordy
don’t. (Turner 2000)
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The visual-spatial-logical relationships that are developed in Coupland’s work can
be taught using a multidisciplinary approach to design education. The visual drives that
Turner refers to can be promoted using a combination of scientific and creative
approaches. There are endless possibilities of connections that can be constructed
using the tools available to us. These connections, grounded in both the physical and
virtual worlds, must be explored to enable and enhance our daily experiences. We
need to create an environment shaped by individuals with a well-honed sense of self,
an awareness of place, and most importantly, the ability to see.
In the constantly shifting reality that is the contemporary world, we must keep our
ideas fresh by connecting and sharing the many influences around us. The design
process in both education and practice is a dynamic one and we must address unique
challenges and concerns of the digital era by fostering an ability to think in a multidimensional, non-linear manner. Let us proudly display “the rough white paper edges”
(Turner 2000) and accept the unfinished nature of the creative process. It is one in flux,
in evolution. If we are to develop a society that becomes a home for a vibrant group of
citizens, then we must promote sensory training and a reconnection to our physical
surroundings. This is essential in educating informed designers of the future.
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